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Mr. Chairman and committee members, for the record I am Chas Van Genderen, Acting parks
division administrator of Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP).

FWP stands in opposition to House Bill 51 which would make the vehicle registration fee opt-in.
That is no surprise. What may be a surprise, however, is the positive impact the opt-out system
has had on State Parks and Fishing Access Sites, how well supported the current system of
‘funding is, how quickly we forget recent history and what is at risk if this bill is passed.

Opt-in programs do not generate revenue at any meaningful level. During our review of four
different opt-in programs, no participation rate exceeds 1%. The fiscal note for this bill assumes
6% participation; yet revenue losses to the parks program would be more than $1.7 million in
2010 and more than $2.5 million in 2011 and beyond. That revenue loss would force the closure
of parks and reduce programs for school children and special events like Bannack Days.

To give a short history lesson, the issue of funding parks through opt in, opt-out, or mandatory
registration fees was debated in the 2003 Legislature. In 2002, various legislators had just
completed the second state park analysis in 12 years. That committee found the same thing the
previous group had--State Parks are under funded and understaffed by a clear measure. ~ Former
Senate President Bob Keenan requested SB 336 to remove entrance fees for residents and place
the fee on vehicles as part of their registration. Mandatory registration fees looked like a tax,
Opt-in would not generate enough funds to do any good, and Opt-out passed. The legislation
took away all general fund from the park operating budget and removed day use fees for
residents. That is where we are today. People are happy and complaints are few.

The program is widely supported. About 88% of vehicles have the fee paid. The division has
worked hard to inform Montanans of the $4.00 with displays and flyers in county treasurers
offices. This is the first program of its kind in the nation, and the investment has been good.

The funds have significantly improved services and facilities. Visitors to parks are very happy.
Visitation has gone from 1.3 million in 2003 to 1.9 million in 2007. Additionally, resident use
has increased from about 72% in 2003 to 84% today. Funding approved by the legislature has
gone to basic maintenance and staff to do that maintenance, but has also gone to renovation and
improvements. Based on survey results, most visitors feel the quality of their experience has
improved because of better staff service and better-maintained facilities.

In closing, HB 51 revisits a public policy issue that was reasonably addressed in 2003. Should
the legislature do an "about face" just six years later? "Opt-in" would result in a significant loss
to Montanans and their guests by drastically reducing the revenues that fund State Park and FAS
maintenance. This bill would force the closure of state parks and impact FASs at a time when
the Park Division is serving citizens very well. It is no surprise that FWP opposes HB 51.
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Summary of Visitor Comment Cards and Survey Comments

2004—2008
b L EXHIBIT— S
Re: Vehicle Registration Fees DATE. 2.~(0- 00

we___ S/

LAKE ELMO--BILLINGS

o Great way this year. Will use the lake much more with the plate pay.
» It’'s great that you don’t have to pay when you get here. | like how they take it out on
your plates.

PICTOGRAPH CAVES--BILLINGS

» Very well done. Neat, clean and informative. Made the $4 on my truck license very
affordable. Keep up the good work.

GIANT SPRINGS—GREAT FALLS

o The upkeep of the park is very nice. It's nice not having to pay entrance for every visit.
It's worth paying with plates. We will come back more often.

o We really appreciate the dropping the fees since it gives us a place to take our
handicapped son. Accessibility great.

« Eliminating the annoying entrance fee for residents was a great idea. Another great idea
would be to eliminate the geese.

« |l always enjoy my visit to Giant Springs. 1 like the park fee being included in the fees for
plates. | will be able to visit the park more often now.

« It's about time. | have purchased every stupid license (sportsman’s special permits,
waterfowl, state parks, etc.) | finally get something for paying the price of living in
Montana.

« Admission added to vehicle license has been an excellent idea.

« Thank you for taking away the entry gate & fee. This park is a pleasure and should be
enjoyed by everyone.

o Employees were very friendly and helpful. We are satisfied with the new fee
arrangement. On the negative side the concrete walkways are covered with geese
droppings

« Neat idea waiving entry fee for MT residents and transferring fee to vehicle licensing fee.

SPRING MEADOW LAKE—HELENA

o Very pleased with the $4 access fee charge instead of 430 park pass for Montana
residence. | also think you should open up the dirt road again.
» It's great not to have to pay onsite, but rather have park visits be part of our vehicle fees.

WEST SHORE—LAKESIDE

» Great improvements. It's good to have the fee incorporated into our vehicle license.

COONEY—RED LODGE

o The free daily fee use is a great asset.

SALMON LAKE—SEELEY LAKE
o | really like the fact that Montana residents can visit these parks without an additional
fee—part of the license plates. Thanks.
« | very much like having the park fees added to vehicle licensing.

WHITEFISH LAKE—WHITEFISH

« Improvement to ramp is great. Dock is getting weathered and needs some attention.
Really like that the day use fee comes from vehicle registration for residents.
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